































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































stand up unitedly against the oppression and exploitation of the landlords and
mahajans. The Proja Samities had made an impact on the peasants of
Bengal from the late 1920's (formed in 1929) and the Proja movement
became predominantly an FEast Bengal movement because the region
consisted of an overwhelmingly large Muslim peasantry. The Muslim
population of some of the districts of East Bengal can be found from the
Census of India. 1931 that Dacca had 66.81%, Mymenshingh had 76.53%,
Faridpur 63.76%. Pabna 76.89%, Bogra 83.33%. Jessore 61.88%, Khulna
49.45% of the total population of the districts respectively.12 Although the
Proja Samities and later the Krishak Proja Party (as the Proja Samities
came to be called from 1936) attempted to form an united movement against
the zamindars their movement became popular only among the Muslim
peasants in East Bengal. The Hindu leaders, most of whom were themselves
zamindars and wealthy landholders (jotdars) were reluctant to do anything
for the tenants and peasants. The 1928 Amendment of the Tenancy Act had
legalised for the first time sale and transfer of rayoti occupancy holdings but
with a stipulation of a 20% landlord's fee (i.e. 20% of the sale price to be
given to the landlord) and the landlord's right to pre-emption. This had
widespread effect of putting a temporary halt to the sales because the
landlord's fee had reduced the value of a holding and a raiyat had to sell a
larger portion of his land in order to obtain a certain sum of money. But, this
phenomenon could be noticed only in the northern and eastern districts of
Bengal where a second crop, 1.¢. jute was available to meet the peasant's need
for cash!3. However, sale or transfer of rayati occupancy did not actually

12, See, The Census of India, 1931, Vol. V, Bengal and Sikkim, Part-1,
Calcutta. 1933. pp. 388-389. Also see. Partha Chatterjee, Op. Cit. p. 127. It
needs (o be mentioned here that the figures in the Census Report, 1931 and
those in the book are different. It seems that the author has presumably
counted proportion of the rate of growth of population for the next few vears,

13.  Partha Chatterjee. Ibid. p. 154.
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stop because the distressed peasants needed cash and, therefore, they
mortgaged their land in order to evade the 20% landlord's fee. According to a
study in 1935 there were 1,60,341 sales and 3,57,297 mortgages; in 1936
there were 1,72,956 sales and 3,52,469 mortgages; and in 1937 there were
1,64,819 sales and 3,02,529 mortgages of occupancy holdings in Bengal 14
During the Mushim League and Proja Coalition ministry with Fazlul Huq the
Prime Minister, the amendment of the Tenancy Act was passed in 1938
which removed all restrictions, i.e. transfer fee and the right of pre-emption on
the transfer of occupancy holdings. Other pro-peasant bills were passed like
the Bengal Agricultural Tenants Act, Bengal Agricultural Debtors Act, the
Money Lenders Act, etc.

The Proja movement in rural Bengal became dominated practically by
the Muslims but actually it was not meant to be a communal movement. Abu
Taleb. who campaigned for the Proja movement stressed in his speeches that
the party was against the interestes of the zamindars and exploiters, not
against Christians or Hindus. But, the fact. was. the Proja movement
ultimately turned to a Muslim movement. The Hindu zamindars and jotdars
alienated the Hindu peasants from the Proja movement by injecting into their
minds the fear of being forced to get converted.

“BT61 GG FNSIEI N4 NS YHEA O90] 498 (3A ST
TGRETE | TS W FA W, WA TATTE TOZ WLOH AT
wejible You 3@ 57, T FE 9 A W | sre e o

14.  1bid. p. 143. Also see, Binay Bhusan Chaudhuri's figures given in his
article, "The process of Depeasantization in Bengal and Bihar, 1885-
1947" published in the Indian Historical Review 2,1. (July, 1975).



HCAE | SN 38 B o aT SIe | T Sis ereneiw Wi,
SRICE WY, EFrE WG AT SR @ | SRt el e
wewee (|15

(Uncle, it seems there is too much Islamic sentiment in your
proja movement. There are others as well in the movement,
who too want relief from the oppressions of the mahajans and
zamindars but you will lose their support by your excessive
Islamic feeling. This is a proja movement. We have to give
importance to this fact. Might be that Muslims are a majority
among the projas, peasants and the debtors but we have to
remember that it is essentially a proja movement).

In page 218 Sajjad observed, that the Islamic modes of greetings and
the use of religious symbols at such gatherings led the Hindu leaders to
misguide the ignorant Hindu peasants which made a united Proja movement
impossible. The author goes deep into the analysis of why the Krishak-Proja
movement, impregnated with a great possiblity of a socio-economic change in
Bengal ended in failure. One of the reasons of its failure, Gour Kishore Ghose
mentions through the conversation that had taken place between Bashir, Abu
Taleb, Goya and Sajjad in page 218 of the novel, is that the enormous number
of estate managers, rent collectors and clerks engaged in the zamindari
estates were Hindus and they united against the Proja movement. Abu
Taleb also pointed out the disinterestedness of the Hindu nationalist
leaders regarding the problems of the peasants. The author has

15.  Prem Nei, pp. 217-218. This is a literal translation from the
original Bengali.
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pointed out the limitations of the Hindu nationalist leaders both extremists
and the moderates and also the Congress nationalists. None of them came
forward to protect the interests of the peasants. 16

The other political movement that made the life of the urban Muslim
youths in Bengal turbulent in the vears around 1936-37 was the nise of the
Muslim League. Jinnah had wisited Calcutta and Dhaka in 1936 and in 1937
and had infused new life into the Mushm League Party by giving speeches of
inspiration to youths and the non-Bengali business community in Bengal. The
Government of India Act of 1935 which had extended the franchise and
provided safeguards and weightage in electoral seats for the Muslims, acted
as a breakthrough for the Muslim Leaguc. After the 1937 clection results and
the formation of the lLeague-Proja coalition, mass mobilization for the
separatist movement started in Bengal. Tough competition with the Hindus
for jobs in government offices and in other carcers led the rising Muslim
middle class to join the separatist movement. But, not all Mushm youths were
swayed away in this trend as yet. In the conversation between Yakub, the
cousin of Bilkis and Shafiqul. husband of Bilkis brings out the difference of
opinion among Muslim vouths regarding the emerging separatist movement
led by the Muslim League from the late 1930's. Yakub, educated in Dhaka in
Eastern Bengal, felt enthusiastic about the new wave of Muslim nationalism.
He was aware that the Muslims were a majonity in Dhaka and, therefore, he
felt 1t was their democratic right to get more privileges. He stressed that the
University of Dhaka should be a monopoly for the Muslim students in Bengal
just as the Calcutta University was for the Hindu students. To Yakub,
Calcutta and Dhaka seemed poles apart; Caleutta being a Hindu-majonty and
Dhaka being a Muslim-majority region. Yakub praised Kemal Ataturk for his
reforms in Turkey and regarded him a source of inspiration for the Muslim

16.  Prem Nei, p.218.
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youths in Bengal. Kazi Nazrul Islam's (1899-1976) poems like "Kemal
Pasha”, "Anwar", "Shatt-il-Arab”, "Qurbani" (all composed around 1920-21)
inspired the Bengali Muslim youths by evoking in them the lost glory of the
Muslims. Shafiqul, however, does not support the idea of Muslim separatist
movement. He felt that such a movement had a negative aspect contributing to
communal tension. Yakub, enthusiastic about the idea of Muslim nationalism
tells Shafiqul,

PRI T @RATSH, 9 PENH IS FE GINE | HIF Oig
SILIER CR T T (o N

(If you were in Dacca, you would have known how fast the
Muslims are progressing. That's why I like Dacca.)

A few lines above on the same page. Yakub had said,

"Il WINITA (B1Y YT TR | DT SSfemmiba fva we
TEFORAME 9 WW TAl LCHOEOIDE Iq 92 GRIR TR
PEARR G FoomE,  Fonm,  Ona @i,

(Dacca has made us conscious about our community. Although
the Hindus call it a Mecca University or a fake University this
Dacca University will make the Muslim community conscious
of their demands.)

Yakub called this the "spirit of Dhaka" and he was determined that

17.  Prem Nel, pp. 205-206.
18.  Ibid. pp. 205-206.
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(By whatever means Hindu domination must be removed from
the Muslim majority Bengal.)

Shafiqul could not agree with Yakub on this matter. In the novel
Shafiqul represents the trend of Bengali Muslim nationalism as opposed to
Yakub's Muslim separaﬂism. Shafiqul said that Calcutta was his "Alma
Mater".20 He was brought up in a village where peasants of both the
communities lived side by side in harmony. To him communalism was a new
wave which he sensed harmful. He felt surprised that Yakub, even though
educated, could not come out of religious prejudices. The Bengali youths who
believed in Muslim natio?f{lism abused Nazrul Islam of his secular writings. To
them secularism was a synonym for love of Hinduism. Their attitude, at times,
was almost chauvinistic. Their Hindu counterpart, the Hindu Mahasabha had
the same attitude towards the Muslims. In this respect Gour Kishore Ghose
depicted what the progressive and secular intellectuals of the time thought
about communal relation in Bengal. Motahar Hossain Chowdhury (1903-
1956). one of the contemporary Muslim writers, in a speech to the students of
Carmichael College in Calcutta said in the early 1930's that in Bengal the
Muslims were heirs to ancient Hindu culture since most Muslims were
originally converted from Hinduism. The Hindus did not inherit Muslim
culture. So, he said, it was natural to expect that the Muslims should take the
initiative to intermingle the two cultures. Muslims should not expect the
Hindus to come forward to make harmony with the Muslims. Rather, the

19.  Ibid. p. 205.
20.  Ibid. p. 205.
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Muslims, as inheritors of their culture, should make the first move to establish
harmonious relation between the two communities.2!  To Fatik, i.e. Shafiqul,
this was a very wise approach to communal relation but, in fact, by the late
1930's even the educated Muslims began to support communalism. Fatik's
reflections expose that education could not make those youths secular. On the
contrary, as the numbers of English educated youths increased among
Muslims in Bengal, communal jealousy intensified because of lack of jobs and
clash of interests. Besides. the superiority complex in the middle-class Hindus
and their attempt to dominate the society contritited to communal tension.22

The novel also depicts the attitude of the conservative section of the
Muslim community towards the younger generation of Muslim youths who
had accepted English education and were taking up jobs in the urban centres.
The role of the mullahs and maulvis in the rural areas of Bengal was quite
influential. The illiterate and ignorant masses were easily swayed by their
religious preachings. But, those mullahs were mostly half-educated or
completely illiterate. They spoke Urdu and Arabic and credited the use of
those languages as aristocratic. This pretension had originally come from the
ashrafs. In the novel. Maulvi Din Mohammad Daulatpuri represents the
orthodox section of the Muslim community in Bengal. The orthodox Muslims
considered English education harmful to Islam. He complains that the Muslim
youths no longer wanted to get educated at madrassa*s or maktabs where
Arabic alphabets and the Quran were taught. He says,

21, Ibid. p. 230.
22, Ibid. p. 229.
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(Muslim youths no longer want to study at maktabs and
madrassahs. They are learning un-Islamic subjects at schools
and colleges. They are losing faith in religion. Once they lose
faith do they remain Muslim any longer? They become Kafirs.
There is grave danger ahead. Be careful.)

The educated Muslim youths in Bengal were beginning to realize how
the ignorant and half-cducated mullahs and maulvis were resisting the spread
of education and enlightenment in rural Bengal. The progressive-minded
youths preached anti-mullah opinion through newspapers and journals, e.g.
the Sikha published from Dhaka in the years between 1927 and 1932. The
Muslim Literary Society, founded in Dhaka in 1926 by the educated and
progressive group of Muslim youths contributed to the rational analysis of

religion. They believed that,

e qAETF CE, AT 8 AR MR T8 T30S M
FACT AR, GFS LT RS $Fow cwUm W Lo WY
28T, TS AEE ATWE 12 | Ml T TTeR SRiee
TR WS ILAT TS TOLS QOTRH e 1”24

(Our society will progress only if it is made free from the
influence of the maulvis, mullahs and pirs. They have
prevented the development of the Muslim community and had,
in fact, taken the society a hundred years backward.)

23.
24.

Ibid. p. 94.
Ibid. p. 94.

428



These mullahs and maulvis were given moral support by the Muslim
aristocrats in Bengal who were mostly conservative. They were alarmed at
such remarks against them and felt apprehended that the English-educated
Bengali Muslim youths were getting irreligious. They hated the rational
interpretation of the Quran and the Hadith. They feared that the spread of
Englhish education would lead the younger generation of Muslims against the
principles of Islam. They also disliked learning Bengali and the use of the
language. Maulvi Din Mohammad expresses his fear and anger against this
progressive trend. He remarked,

QU S W T, WG FEOE A9 A1 57 FA ) NEd
TEP (4F WA TP W wie | O g cvmee o &3 |
AT T ST ... 25

( It has now become a fashion of the Muslim youths to learn
Bengali. They demand abolition of Arabic and Persian from the
maktabs and the madrassahs. It means that the destruction of
Islam will be complete then )

What was most shocking and alarming to them was that these were
being mmitiated not by the Hindus or the Christians but by the Muslims
themselves. The Bengali Muslim clergy and the aristocrats spoke Urdu. Most
of the Bengali Muslims who had been educated for two generations and were
anl'cssinnall_v well-established also spoke Urdu. Urdu and Persian were
cosidered prestigious languages until the late-nineteenth century. The
Muslims in Bengal spoke these languages to prove that their ancestors had
come from Arabia, Turkey. Afghanistan and Iran. The ashrafs continued

25.  Ibid. p. 95.



to speak Urdu for the same reason and felt a kind of superiority over those
Muslims who spoke Bengali. They considered Bengali the language of the
atraps. The upper-class Muslims in Bengal felt a kind of satisfaction in
identifying themselves with the Muslims of the Arab world. An identity crisis
was still present among the Muslims in Bengal even in the 1930's. Shafiqul
was in a puzzle as to where his roots lay. He asks himself,

SR FET @ME &N, WINE ST | oo @9 e 9 &7 999
Bfew | vt 9uR =% fer g 71 g, wwd A1 g M A e, e
A BT A AEAL ... "26

(Where does my roots lay? Why in the village of course. I was born
there. But I am a lawyer now. So, then should I be a Turkish, or Iraqi,

Arabian or an Iranian now? Shaikh, Syed, Mughal or Pathan? Or am |
a Bengali?.....)

This was not the case only with Shafiqul. Most educated Muslim
youths were puzzled about their identity. The attitude of the older generation
of the Muslims made the newly educated middle class Muslim youths deluded
about their identity.

In the rural areas of Bengal, the mullahs and maulvis preached
orthodox practices among the ignorant peasants. They spoke Urdu, a
language unknown to the villagers who spoke Bengali. The distance between
the Urdu - speaking rural Bengalis and the rural masses, therefore, was far
wider than the Bengali speaking Muslims and their Hindu neighbours.
Prem Nei depicts this ashraf-atrap dichotomy among Muslims in rural
Bengal very clearly. The maulvis spoke in Urdu at religious  gatherings
and as one peasant said to the other,

26.  Ibid. p. 225.
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(Don't you know that this is the language of the maulvis? Can
we ever understand what they say? Others in the gathering
agreed and said, "you are right. The maulvis preach at the
milads and we just prist 4. That is all!)

Prem Nei depicts the reaction of the middle class among the Muslims
in Bengal to the established religious practices and social taboos, their open
defiance of the maulvis and mullahs and a feeling of uncertainty in them
growing out of their own inferiority complex. Prem Nei exposes how the
authority of the mullahs was crumbling as increasing numbers of Muslim
youths were taking English education and were beginning to think in a more
rational and progressive manner. These youths were particularly against
religious orthodoxy and, therefore, anti-mullah. This phenomenon was
prominent in rural Bengal, particularly, eastern Bengal where most of the
population were Muslim peasants and they were illiterate over whom the
mullahs had casily acquired an overpowering influence. The novel shows that
by the mid-1930's the peasants in the villages had begun to doubt the spiritual
greatness of the maulvis and the mullahs. A comic scene takes place in the
novel in pages 227-228 when Maulvi Din Mohammad Daulatpuri dropped his
turban carelessly in the mud on the river bank. Inspite of requests to the
passengers on the bus none came to pick the turban up for him. The
passengers on the bus were Muslim villagers. At last a drunken Hindu of the

27.  Ibid. p. 226.
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lowest caste, who the m aulvi despised, brought that turban to him for a
reward of an anna (1/]gth. of a rupee) with which he would buy hashish,
while the Muslims present there kept watching unconcernedly.28

The above incident is highly symbolic of the socio-religious change
taking palce in the Muslim society in Bengal. The conservative Muslims and
religious priests apprehended that Islam was losing its influence on both the
educated youths and the ordinary illiterate Muslim masses. Shafiqul's revolt
against religious orthodoxy is represented in his disrespectful behaviour to
Maulvi Din Mohammad. A period of change is always characterized with
crisis which is present throughout the novel. Shafiqul, the central character in
the novel embodics the tensions of the period. On the one hand, he rebels
against the existing social and religious orthodoxy of his community, on the
other hand, as a lawyer, he struggles as a Muslim to establish himself in the
professional domain already captured firmly by the Hindus. These youths had
to face a two-pronged struggle, one against the orthodox section of their own
community and the other against the already established middle-class Hindus.
The younger generation of the Muslims faced tough competition for jobs.
Those in professions also struggled hard to establish themselves in their
respective fields. Although educated, these Muslim youths coming to towns
from their rural background could not become fully urban yet in their
expression, dress and habits. They had still in them a pull between the urban
and the rural modes of life. This brought an inferiority complex in them.
Besides, the exclusive attitude of the Hindu babus and their superiority
further created a feeling of inferiority among the Muslims. It is a common
psychological phenomenon that a kind of alicnation grows out of inferiority
complex. And this happened to the Muslims which led to the birth of a

28.  Ibid. pp. 227-228.
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separatist tendency among them. Though not democratic in content, the
movement for Pakistan was popular. It aroused popular aspiration and hopes
for the emerging Muslim middle class who wanted safeguards for their
interests and, therefore. they joined the movement "en masse". The author
implied in his novel that a sincere cffort from the really secular minded
Hindus and Muslims would have prevented communalism and might have
also prevented partition.29

Gour Kishore Ghose has made keen observations about the significant
changes taking place m the Muslim community in rural Bengal. He has
reached so close to Muslim life and has depicted the transformations in their
society so realistically that it makes one difficult to believe that the author
does not belong to the same community. Being a Hindu he highlighted the
problems of the Muslims in Bengal and the novel clearly reflects his secular
and humanistic approach to those problems. In this respect the novel can be
considered an outstanding work on the Muslim community in Bengal.

29.  Ibid. pp. 224-225.
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CONCLUSION

This study is an attempt to analyse and highlight the various aspects
of political and social thought of the Bengali Muslims during the first half of
the twentieth century with special reference to the period 1918 to 1947. It
sougkt to examine the life and work of some prominent Muslim leaders who
have made significant contribution to political and social development of the
Bengali Muslim community. These leaders represented certain distinct
trends of thought which hove been broadly categorized as (a) orthodox-

conservative (b) moderate-liberal and (c) radical-humanist.

Those who belonged to the orthodox-conservative trend stood for
strictly following the Islamic shariah. The religious reformist movements in
the earlier century had greatly moulded their thinking. They were, therefore,
strongly anti-syncretic. Anti-Hindu and anti-British attitude had led them to
support the Pan-Islamist movement. They upheld the past glory of Islam and
believed in maintaining Islamic heritage and culture. They advocated the use
of Urdu, Arabic and Persian languages and felt proud in doing so. The
legacy of the nineteenth century Muslim thought was carried through them
into the next century. But, ideas are not static and attitude of individuals
change. Some of the conservative thinkers, in their later life, accepted the
idea of Bengali to be the mother tongue of the Muslims of Bengal while
retaining its distinct Islamic character by admixture of Arabic, Persian and

Urdu words. This fomented religious exclusiveness of the Bengali Muslims.
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With the emergence of a new western-educated Bengali Muslim
middle class a new trend of social thought emerged. Those who represented
this new trend may be termed as moderate-liberal. They were linguistically
and culturally conscious of their Bengali identity. They had participated in
the provincial and national politics projecting their distinct identity. This
generation of youths influenced by western liberal and democratic thought,
began to assert that patriotism and national identity could not be mixed up
with religion. Faith in alien language and culture was also discarded by
them. The new trend set by them dealt with the particular socio-economic,
political and religious aspects in Bengal. Their attitude was non-communal.
They initiated the formation of the krishak proja Party to counter the
Muslim League leadership, represented mainly by th; Urdu-speaking, upper-
class Muslim élite. Throughout the 1930's these moderate-liberals were
actively interested in solving the problems of the Bengal peasantry. In
politics their attitude was to counter the non-Bengali leadership and in most
cases, they succeeded. But the ideas of these leaders were not quite similar.
Although they upheld moderate-liberal ideas there was considerable variety
and diversity in them. Their ideas greatly influenced Bengali Muslim
thought, the legacy of which was carried into the later decades of the
twentieth century. They still dominate present-day Bengali Muslim society.
The leading political figures of the time, like AK. Fazlul Huq, Khwaja
Nazimuddin and H.S. Suhrawardy have not been dealt with separately
because much study has been made on them, but there has been frequent

references to their ideas in the present study.
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The most significant feature of Bengali Muslim thought particularly
during the two-decades before partition was separatism. Social, cultural and
religious exclusiveness of the Hindu community had promoted similar
attitude among the Muslim community. Muslim League politics, attitude of
the Indian National Congress, growth of communalism and the role of the
ruling authority had cumulative effect which led to the break-up of India.
However, there was a small group of politicians from both the communities,
who took up a non-communal stance and wanted to keep Bengal united but
their attempts failed in spite of all efforts. The so-called "nationalist
Muslims" in Bengal politics unfortunately failed to make any significant
impact and at the end felt disenchanted and frustrated.

The other trend which has been categorized as radical-humanist was
represented during the period by the rebel poet Kazi Nazrul Islam who had
infused in the minds of the Bengali Muslim youth the courage and
inspiration to fight against imperialism, colonial exploitation and any
oppression against humanity. His writings were very syncretic and he has
been projected in the study as a "cultural mediator" of modern times.
Muzaffar Ahmad, who has been included in this category, upheld the
ideology of Communism, which was very radical in his times. He had
attempted to permeate the ideas of socialism and communism among the
middle-class youths in Bengal. They were secular in their attitude and

preached the need for tolerance to all religions. Attempt has been made in
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the present study to point out clearly and strongly that parallel to the
dominant stream of politics of separatism and communalism there also
existed in Bengal another significant trend of secularism, nationalism and

syncretism.

This study also includes an analysis of a few works of Bengali
literature, particularly novels. These are based on the historical, political and
social background of the time, which reveal the social, political, religious and
economic condition of Muslims of both rural and urban Bengal. The effect of
political developments in urban Bengal had greatly influenced the rural
society. The impact of the two World Wars, slump in the price of cash crops,
its effect on the Bengal peasantry and its impoverishment and also agrarian
disturbances have been discussed. Communal relationship in rural Bengal
was generally harmonious. Syncretic influences of indigenous culture was
dominant in rural society. A significant aspect that has been discerned in the
study is that most liberal and rational political and social thinkers of the time
failed to disseminate their ideas among the rural Muslims. Local mullahs
and maulvis however, played a significant role in shaping the mind of the

rural masses.
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